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Who Burnt Columbia? 
Augustine T. Smythe, ed. (1830-1914) 
 
This book consists of selections from depositions in a lawsuit brought after the end 
of the American Civil War by some businessmen of the former Confederacy. This 
reading focuses on the sworn statements of General William Tecumseh Sherman, 
who commanded the Carolinas campaign, and one of Sherman’s subordinate 
commanders General Oliver O. Howard. The subject is the controversial burning of 
Columbia, capital of South Carolina, toward the end of the Civil War. In January 1865, 
Sherman advanced north from Savannah, Georgia, through the Carolinas, with the 
intention of linking up with Union forces in Virginia…  Sherman’s army destroyed 
everything of military value along the way. He was particularly interested in targeting 
South Carolina, the first state to secede from the Union, for the effect it would have 
on Southern morale. On February 17 Columbia surrendered to Sherman; Union 
forces were overwhelmed by throngs of liberated Federal prisoners and emancipated 
African Americans. Many soldiers took advantage of ample supplies of liquor in the 
city. Fires began, and high winds spread the flames across a wide area. Most of the 
central city was destroyed, and the city's fire companies found it difficult to operate 
in conjunction with the invading Union army, many of whom were also trying to put 
out the fire. The burning of Columbia has engendered controversy ever since, with 
some claiming the fires were accidental, others stating they were a deliberate act of 
vengeance, and others claiming that the fires were set by retreating Confederate 
soldiers who lit bales of cotton on their way out of town.  Wikipedia 
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